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For the 21 months that Sean Turnell wallowed in filthy, windowless Myanmar jail 
cells — sometimes hearing the screams of fellow political prisoners being tortured, at 
other times being dragged from his bed and locked in leg irons for interrogations — 
he dreamt over and over of his release. 


“But in the dream I always had to go back to prison. I would say to Ha, ‘Darling, I 
have to be back by 6pm” the Sydney economist told The Australian on Monday 
from his city apartment, three days after the federal government secured his release 
from the Myanmar military junta that seized power in February 2021. 


The 58-year-old long-time economic policy adviser to ousted Myanmar leader Aung 
San Suu Kyi had many dark moments during his detention, but he says the fear that 
his return flight to Australia last Friday was just another dream was among the most 
palpable of his ordeal 


“I really feared I would wake up and I would still be in that bloody jail cell. I 
thought, I can’t cope with that.” 


Turnell was freed last Thursday as part of a mass release of close to 6000 prisoners 
to mark Myanmar’s National Day after 650 days in detention, many in the 
notorious Insein Prison. 
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Junta officials said his release and those of three other foreigners — former British 
ambassador Vicky Bowman, Japanese filmmaker Toru Kubota and American 
botanist Kyaw Htay Oo — were on “humanitarian and compassionate grounds ... to 
maintain friendly relations with other countries”. 


Looking ragged, underweight and overwhelmed, Turnell flew to Australia via 
Bangkok, where he spoke to Anthony Albanese, who appeared visibly moved when 
he described the academic as “a remarkable man”. 


The Prime Minister has credited the “relentless” advocacy work of Foreign Minister 
Penny Wong — who revealed she dealt directly with her junta counterpart to secure 
his release — and pressure from ASEAN leaders whom he had again lobbied at the 
Cambodia-hosted summit. 


While Ha and Turnell say both the Morrison and Albanese governments, the 
embassy and NSW MP Janelle Saffin worked hard to secure his release, there was a 
perceptible uptick in activity after the Albanese government came to power. 


“Marise Payne personally was good but when the government changed, you could 
just feel things stepping up. The tempo changed, there was more taking it up to the 
regime,” Turnell says. 


Myanmar has been torn apart by violence since the military’s coup and brutal 
crackdown on pro-democracy protesters. Some 2500 people have been killed and 
violence is now escalating as the junta cracks down on mass opposition ahead of 
planned sham elections next year. 


Close to 13,000 people remain in detention, notwithstanding the latest mass release. 


Any assumption the respected academic — the world’s foremost expert on the 
Myanmar financial system — would be treated markedly better than many of the 
16,000 civilians who have been arrested and detained since the coup turned out to 
be delusional. 


He endured a living nightmare at the hands of the military junta from the moment 
of his arrest by 50 machine gun-toting soldiers and police in balaclavas at his 
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Yangon hotel on February 6, 2021. 


He caught Covid five times, endured months of solitary confinement without any 
contact with the outside world, without any books, let alone a bed to sleep on. 


Within a day of his arrest, he had been confined to a 6m by 2.5m windowless and 
concrete-floored cell with no toilet, and an iron chair fitted with leg irons bolted to 
the floor in the middle of the room. 


For two months he endured Kafkaesque interrogations at the hands of special 
branch officers who initially accused him of running guns and working for Britain’s 
MI6 spy agency before eventually homing in on his work for the Suu Kyi 
administration. 


From that room, he could hear the screams of fellow prisoners as they were 
tortured in Yangon’s colonial-era Insein prison. “In the early days (of the coup), I 
could hear the pots and pans (as people banged them in protest at night from the 
windows of their homes). 


“It was almost joyous,” he says. 


“Then came the explosions and gunfire and people being tortured in rooms nearby. 
I thought, they’re not going to do that to me surely? Then after a while I started 
thinking, maybe they will. I think they wanted me to hear it.” Turnell has thought a 
lot about whether his ill-treatment at the hands of a succession of security officers 
amounted to torture and has concluded it did not meet the “full definition of 
torture but it was definitely ill-treatment”. 


“I thought I would be treated with kid gloves,” he tells The Australian in his first 
interview since his release. “They didn't stick electrodes to me (as they did some of 
his colleagues) but I was thrown into filthy cells. The food they used to deliver to 
me in a bucket. For 650 days, I ate out of a bucket and in Naypyidaw it wasn’t even 
a new bucket. They were paint buckets. 


“They didn’t beat me but they did push and shove me.” 


In the two months he was held in the windowless box without charge, he slept on a 
concrete floor, was allowed nothing to read, no contact with other prisoners or 
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embassy officials. 


All day he would pace the cell — from wall to wall was just eight steps — concocting 
stories in his mind, listing all 50 US states and then every US president in 
chronological order. At no time was he allowed visits from the embassy or anyone 
else. 


The worst physical mistreatment, he says, was the weekly trips for his remand 
hearings from Insein prison to a nearby courthouse during which he would be 
chained together with as many as 50 other political prisoners. 


“They pushed us into the back of a van I reckon was meant to hold about 20. We 
were squeezed against each other, it was so hot, the sweat is just pouring down your 
face, people are vomiting, sweating, fainting ... the only thing stopping them falling 
on to the floor was we were so tightly packed,” he recalls. 


“In 1988 (after a civilian uprising against the then military regime), exactly this same 
thing happened. They shoved all these prisoners in the back of a van and when 
they opened the doors, half of them were dead.” 


Two things kept him alive; his wife, fellow Macquarie University economist Ha Vu, 
and the books that she sent him every week. They were also his “two great 
vulnerabilities ... because if they take those two things away, I don’t know if I could 
have survived”. 


The couple insists there were few tears in their phone chats during which they 
developed codes to discuss his case. They came to accept he wouldn't be released 
until after his conviction for breaching state secrets, which occurred in September. 


But the time lag between his conviction and his release was a time of “increasing 
pessimism” as the couple contemplated another Christmas apart. 


Turnell credits Ha Vu’s sheer determination for his sanity in prison. She fought for 
permission to have books sent to him weekly, dispatched along with her home- 
baked Anzac cookies and fruit cake soused in alcohol from Sydney via Canberra 
and the Australian embassy in tote bags bearing the Australian crest. 


He would prop the bags up at his cell door at night as a pointed reminder to the 


https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/sean-turnell-after-650-days-o... 


23-Jun-23, 10:05 AM 


Sean Turnell: After 650 days of living hell, freedom is a welcome drea... 


5 of 7 


guards that there were people looking out for him. 


The packages were delivered by an American microfinance economist, Curtis 
Slover — “the bravest, most wonderful guy” — who talked every day by phone with 
Ha Vu in Sydney. “He would deny he stayed in Myanmar just to help me but I know 
he did,” says Turnell of his friend, whom he credits as one of several Myanmar life 
savers. “He was so exposed. He was the guy who delivered parcels. Ha and him 
strategized day after day, for 650 days.” 


The other lifesaver was Khin Maung Shwe, a Muslim political prisoner who saw it as 
his divine calling to look after the academic once he was transferred to Insein’s 
regular prison population. 


“He had the cell next to mine. He saved my life,” Turnell says. 


“He did everything for me. He cooked for me, he washed my clothes, he cleaned 
out my cells of this disgusting detritus of 30 years, he made me a knife. I loved him.” 


A month after Turnell was transferred to Naypydaw to stand trial, Khin Maung 
Shwe was murdered. 


Incredibly, the Naypyidaw detention centre turned out to be worse than Insein 
prison, a run-down facility managed by a drunk prison superintendent, infested 
with cockroaches and mosquitoes where the roof would leak whenever it rained. 


“You would sit there every day with sweat pouring down and nothing to do because 
up there you were locked away in the cells for 20 hours a day,” Turnell recalls. 


“In the monsoon, the roof would leak and we would sit there all night sometimes 
with water just pouring down through the roof, clutching your clothes and blanket 
to try to keep them dry,” he recalls. 


“Sometimes I would just go off shouting. I was using expletives I didn’t know I 
knew.” 


The one bright spot was the half an hour before each court appearance in which 
Turnell could see his lawyers and fellow co-defendants, including Suu Kyi, whom he 
says was in “fantastic form” notwithstanding her dire circumstances. 
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The former state counsellor has already been convicted of a number of offences 
with sentences totalling more than 20 years, and faces still more charges. 


“The very first thing Daw Suu said to me was; ‘Sean, I’m so sorry for you being 
pulled into our mess. And she said please apologise to you lovely wife and to your 
dad.” 


They would chat about the news of the day; former British PM Boris Johnson's 
resignation, and Putin’s war on Ukraine. 


He remains loyal to the ousted leader who he insists had a plan to turn around the 
fortunes of Myanmar and end the violent persecution of its Rohingya Muslim 
population, which she stands accused of doing so little to prevent. 


But he acknowledges he may never be able to return to the country he has devoted 
much of his life to, and instead will have to work for the restoration of democracy 
and the freedom of so many of his friends from outside Myanmar. 


To that end, he supports Australia imposing sanctions on regime officials and 
Myanmar bankers — something the government refused to do while he remained in 
junta custody — though admits that as a prisoner of the junta he was in two minds 
over that question. 


“I have a responsibility now to help the people of Myanmar and whatever it takes, I 
want to try because they’re all friends of ours,” he says. “There were just so many 
people who were hopeful the country _ for all its problems _ was moving in a better 
direction, and all these people’s dreams have just completely shattered.” 


AMANDA HODGE, SOUTH EAST ASIA CORRESPONDENT 


Amanda Hodge is The Australian’s South East Asia correspondent, based in 
Jakarta. She has lived and worked in Asia since 2009, covering social and political 
upheaval from Afghanistan to East Timor. She has won a... Read more 
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